
 
Sportsmanship Builds Character  

by Becky Mackintosh 

 

Sportsmanship helps develop character and introduces you to the virtues of team 
spirit. It teaches you to be humble in victory and optimistic in defeat. 

One of my husband Scott’s pet peeves is the way the concept of winning is now 
taught in schools and in communities.  It seems that children today are being 
taught; everybody is entitled to something simply by showing up.  Back in the day 
(‘the olden days’ as our children put it) you received a trophy if you were the 
winner, there were no “participation trophies” handed out.  The trophy on the 
fireplace mantle represented your hard work and dedication.  The kids that 
walked away without a trophy learned that the world did not end, and that it is a 
very competitive place.  Just like real life.  

It’s a warm fuzzy feeling to want everyone to feel like a winner, but do you think 
that perhaps it has contributed to a generation that struggles with the ups and 
downs of reality?  We’ve become so worried about our kids getting their feelings 
hurt that we fail to teach them how to deal with their feelings and then we wonder 
why they are acting out in an unhealthy way.  
 
Often times kids display the thrill of a win as the need to boast, brag and taunt as 
an expression of celebration, and on the flip side if they lose, they insist on a ‘do-
over’, throw game pieces or refuse to play.   
 
Parents may not realize it, but the truth is that more is “caught” than “taught”, 
meaning our children are “watching” us. Teaching your children the proper way to 
cope with disappointment is extremely important. Within every experience is a 
lesson, helping them learn from their failures along with their successes sets 
them up for success.  
 
Number one in my book is to give them loving support and positive 
encouragement. The quickest way for a child to handle defeat gracefully is by 
knowing that ultimately you are okay with them.  
  



No one can avoid failure, they’re going to win some and lose some.  Learning to 
deal with their emotions in a healthy way will help them in the ‘real’ world, where 
the consequences can have a very harsh reality. Your job as the parent is not 
just to make your kids happy, but also to allow them to experience the ups and 
the downs of life and learn how to handle the emotions that follow in a healthy 
way.  Not allowing them to experience failure only sets them up for an uneasy 
experience in coping with losses in the future.   
 
We’re in a frenzy trying to do EVERYTHING and to be the best parents we can 
be. We all do that because we love our kids.  But some parents can express that 
love in weird ways, such as yelling at an umpire over a pitch their son or 
daughter threw or getting in the face of an 18 year-old soccer referee about a call 
he made against your kid. If you’ve been to a sporting event, you too have 
witnessed parents screaming at the refs, coaches, and even the players, and 
perhaps that parent was you.  The unsportsmanlike conduct got so bad in my 
town that it is now mandatory for the parents to complete an online 
sportsmanship course before their child is allowed to enroll and participate in any 
City sport. Seriously is that what our society has come to?  Shame on us – we 
can do better. Don’t be that parent.  
 
The key to good sportsmanship is respect. Teach your child to respect himself, 
his coach, and his teammates.  The minute your child displays unsportsmanlike 
conduct, call them on it, and pull them from the game if necessary.   
 
This isn’t about winning and losing. It’s about sportsmanship. And, as it’s root, 
sportsmanship is just about being a decent human being. Right? Whether your 
child plays sports or not, respect for themselves and others will follow them 
throughout their lives whether they win or lose they will come out a winner.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
	  


